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Abstract 
In this research project, I attempted to discover what type of music motivated students in my 
beginner-level Freshman English classes.  Students learned twelve English-language songs in 
class and shared their opinions about each song in weekly surveys.  My original hypothesis was 
that students would be most motivated by contemporary, popular artists (such as Taylor Swift 
and One Direction) because their music is recognizable and sounds more modern than tracks 
from older musicians (such as that of Elvis Presley or The Shirelles).  While my research 
revealed that there is some correlation between the age of a song and its effect on students’ 
motivation, it seems that other factors are more important.  Songs that students described as 
cheerful, famous, and familiar motivated them the most.  While they most often described 
modern music in this way, some older songs also met this description, indicating that 
characteristics other than a song’s age play a significant role in determining whether or not 
students will find a song enjoyable or motivating, and whether or not they feel that the song 
improved their English in any way.  
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The use of music is almost routine in modern language classes.  Whether present only in 
the background, as a useful mnemonic device to help students remember a grammar point, or as 
an authentic example of language in use, music serves an important role in many language 
classrooms today.  As will be further demonstrated in my literature review, much has been 
written about how to use music in the language classroom and on the benefits of doing so.  But 
not all music is created equal. Some songs will motivate and help students.  Others will at best 
have no positive or negative impact, and some will cause negative feelings in students and thus 
harm their motivation or learning. 
As both a language learner and a language teacher, I have seen music used with varying 
levels of effectiveness in language classrooms.  While working as an assistant language teacher 
at a Japanese junior high school, I noted that classes often used English songs to help motivate 
students and enhance their pronunciation or listening skills.  However, it often seemed to me that 
the songs chosen were not motivating for students. I noticed that many students did not seem to 
appreciate “oldies” such as The Carpenters’ Top of the World (Carpenter, R. & Bettis, J., 1972, 
side 1, track 2), but showed more in interest in recent songs such as Mariah Carey’s All I Want 
for Christmas Is You (Carey, M. & Afanasieff, W, 1994, track 2). I also recalled my own 
experiences as a language student in Ireland and the stark dichotomy between those of my 
classmates who were motived by singing traditional Irish-language music, and those who found 
such music so demotivating that they refused to spend any time on those songs, regardless of 
what other benefits they might have received from singing. 
Reflecting on these experiences made me curious about what students actually thought 
about the music used in their classrooms.  I hypothesized that college freshmen, like those 
enrolled in the Freshman English courses at Asia University, would be more motivated by 
modern songs than by older songs.  To test this hypothesis, I devised a study that involved using 
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a mix of old and modern songs in the classroom and asked students to complete surveys 
explaining their thoughts on each song.  While the final results indicated some correlation 
between modern music and increased levels of student enjoyment, motivation, and self-reported 
improvements in English, solely attributing these things to the age of any given song is too 
simplistic.  When it comes to music in the English classroom, the most important factors in 
motivating students seem to be a song’s fame, familiarity, and cheerfulness. 
Literature Review 
The usefulness of music in the language classroom is widely acknowledged and provides 
a solid foundation on which to build and justify this research.  Previous researchers have noted 
the many benefits of music in language classrooms.  For example, Li and Brand (2009) note that 
music can make classrooms more lively (74).  In addition, they have found that music can help 
students learn about vocabulary, grammar, and meaning while also learning about the culture the 
song comes from.  They cite research indicating that pop music can be particularly useful 
(especially for young learners) due to factors such as its relatively simple vocabulary and 
repetitive lyrics.  Their study with graduate students at a university in China found that music-
based instruction produced higher test scores and higher motivation levels in the students than 
non-music-based instruction.  However, an approach that mixed music-based and non-music-
based methods was the least effective method they observed. Li and Brand suggest that a mix of 
music-based and non-music-based methods may be too confusing or distracting for some 
students and this this may have a negative influence on their language learning (82). 
Lems (1996) notes that there are benefits to using music in the ESL classroom, such as 
higher motivation, higher interest, lowered inhibition levels, and the ability to reach students 
with auditory learning styles (2).  She adds that music can provide students with access to 
authentic speech.  Songs are repetitive, so students might be able to catch a song’s meaning (at 
least of repeated portions) the first time they listen to it (2).  The themes and topics of popular 
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music can be particularly interesting to students, and there is prestige value in knowing the 
popular music of the target culture.  She further notes that the likelihood that students will hear 
or have heard the song outside of class is one possible selection criteria for music in the 
classroom (2).  Other important selection criteria include easily intelligible words, enough 
repetition to provide good practice for students, and the teacher’s own enjoyment of a particular 
song. 
Legg’s (2009) research on the use of music in teaching adolescent students of French the 
passé composé found that music benefited the students in many ways.  The experiment indicated 
that students who were taught with music achieved higher test scores and more successfully 
learned the passé composé as opposed to their peers who were not taught with music.  It also 
appeared that the students who were taught with music experienced more uniform progress and 
recalled the vocabulary better than their peers who were not taught with music (5-8).  
Research cited by Lems (2005) in her study on using music with adult English-language 
learners indicates that including music and pictures together in vocabulary study results in more 
effective vocabulary learning (14).  A different study with Puerto Rican college students found 
that they considered listening to music and singing songs to be both enjoyable and helpful when 
learning English (14-5).  Overall, Lems’ research indicates that music is beneficial for adult 
learners because it allows students with low or no English abilities to participate in the classroom. 
She notes that even students who cannot understand a song’s lyrics can still enjoy and participate 
in the tune (e.g. by humming or dancing) and that music provides a way to help all students relax 
quickly (5-16).  In addition, Lems found that listening to music can help improve students’ 
listening comprehension, pronunciation, ability to connect written English to the sounds of 
spoken English, and their knowledge of the culture of wherever the song comes from (16-17, 19). 
The merit of using music in the language classroom is thus well-known and understood 
by language teachers.  But the question of what genre or kind of music students find motivating 
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remains.  While the answer to this question may vary depending on a variety of factors (e.g. the 
ages or cultural background of the students involved, along with variations in musical taste), my 
own research offers a potential answer to this question. 
Methodology 
The project was conducted during the first term of the 2015-2016 academic year at Asia 
University.  For this project, I worked with my three Freshman English classes (one each from 
the Business and Law departments and one from the International Relations department). All 
three classes were beginner level.  These classes contained a total of 53 students, two of whom 
never attended class and were therefore not involved in the project. All of the remaining 51 
students consented to participate in the study.  
For the duration of the data-gathering portion of the study, I established a consistent 
weekly routine in my classes.  Each Monday, students were introduced to a new song. I passed 
out lyrics and played the song for the first time. If an appropriate video recording (such as a 
music video or live performance) was available on YouTube, I would play the video. If no 
appropriate video was available, I either played the song from my iPod or used a YouTube 
recording that did not have a video (such recordings often display pictures of the performers or 
of album cover art in lieu of a music video).  When the song was finished, we would practice 
reading a portion of the lyrics together. This process was repeated each day during the week with 
a new portion of the lyrics.  On the final day of class each week, after listening to and practicing 
the song for the last time, students were given a survey to fill out and return to me.  The surveys 
were intended to be anonymous.  In cases where students provided identifying information on 
their surveys, I did not make any further note of such information. 
Using these surveys, I attempted to gather data on students’ opinions of the music we 
listened to in class, said music’s impact on their motivation and improvement of their English 
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skills, and what factors they found most or least helpful about each song.  The survey questions 
were as follows: 
1) On a scale of 1-5 (1 being “not at all” and 5 being “very much”), please rate how much 
you enjoyed this week’s song. 
2) Did this week’s song make you more excited about or interested in learning English? 
3) Were you familiar with this week’s song before you learned it in class? 
4) Were you familiar with the musician who performed this week’s song before this 
week? 
5) In your opinion, did this song help you improve any aspect of your English abilities, 
including things like grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, or confidence in using 
English? 
6) If you could choose future songs for your English classes, would you choose songs 
like this? Why or why not? 
7) In regards to #6, what do you mean by “songs like this”? i.e. do you mean songs with 
the same tempo, songs about the same topic, songs by the same artist, etc.? 
8) What aspects of the song did you LIKE or find HELPFUL? 
9) What aspects of the song did you DISLIKE or NOT find helpful? 
10) Please write any other comments here. 
 
All survey questions were translated into Japanese by CELE’s student assistants, and the 
Japanese translations appeared on the survey above the original English versions of the questions. 
Students were told that they could answer in English or Japanese.  The student assistants also 
translated answers given in Japanese. 
Question 1 asked for students to rate their enjoyment of each song on a numerical scale.  
All students who answered this question followed this direction.  Some students chose not to 
answer the question.  I had originally intended for Questions 2-5 to be answered with short 
statements (e.g. “Yes,” “Maybe”).  Some students understood this, but some assumed that 
Questions 2-5 were meant to be answered on the same numerical scale as Question 1.  When I 
noticed students answered in this way, I chose not to correct the misunderstanding because I felt 
that the numerical data provided more nuance to the answers.  For the sake of data analysis, 
however, answers of 5, 3, and 1 on these questions were combined with answers of Yes, Maybe 
(or other similar answers such as “a little”), and No, respectively.  The remaining open questions 
were designed to elicit detailed responses.  However, students sometimes chose to skip some or 
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all of these questions, and when they did answer, their answers were usually quite short – no 
more than a sentence in most cases.  Question 10 was almost always skipped, and in the rare 
cases where it was answered, students typically did not comment on the week’s song.  Instead, 
they made comments about other things that were on their minds (such as summer vacation) and 
in one memorable case, a comment offered me teaching advice (which I have followed ever 
since).  
We listened to a total of twelve songs during the term. Six were “oldies,” that is, songs 
from the 1950s-1970s.  However, I also used one track from the 1980s, which I included in the 
“oldies” category because despite being more recent than many of the other oldies, it was much 
older than any of the modern songs used.  The other six were modern songs, all released between 
2012 and 2014. Songs were chosen for a variety of reasons.  I attempted to choose songs that 
were sung at a moderate-to-slow pace, even in cases where the tune had a faster tempo. I also 
tried to avoid songs that were too vague or metaphorical for low-level students to easily 
understand.  Songs with curse words were not included in the study. I included some artists I 
thought students might know along with some I thought might be unfamiliar to them.  I chose a 
few slow songs in an effort to determine the effect of tempo on students’ song preferences.  One 
song, Sam Smith’s Stay With Me (Smith, S. et. al., 2014, track 3)  was chosen specifically 
because the artist had recently won several awards for that song and the album it was on.  I 
selected an approximately equal number of male and female artists in the event that this might 
somehow influence students’ preferences.  I specifically chose songs I enjoyed myself so that my 
own level of enthusiasm about each song would be as equal as possible in an effort to keep my 
own reactions and emotions from influencing the students’ feelings.  The final list of songs used 




You Can’t Hurry Love, The Supremes (Holland, B., Holland, E., & Dozier, L., 1966, side 
1, track 3) 
Bridge Over Troubled Water, Simon and Garfunkel (Simon, P., 1970, side 1, track 1) 
Stand By Me, Ben E. King (King, B. E., Leiber, J, & Stoller, M., 1961, track 7) 
Mama Said, The Shirelles (Dixon, L., & Denson, W., 1961, size 1, track 1) 
Don’t Be Cruel, Elvis Presley (Blackwell, O. & Presley, E., 1956, single) 
If I Could Turn Back Time, Cher (Warren, D., 1989, track 1) 
 
Modern: 
Thinking Out Loud, Ed Sheeran (Sheeran, E. & Wadge, A., 2014, track 11) 
I Lived, OneRepublic (Tedder, R. & Zancanella, N., 2013, track 5)  
Stay With Me, Sam Smith (Smith, S. et. al., 2014, track 3) 
Roar, Katy Perry (Perry, R. et. al., 2013, track 1) 
22, Taylor Swift (Swift, T., Martin, M., & Shellback, 2012, track 6) 
Through The Dark, One Direction (Scott, J. et. al., 2013, track 11) 
 
Results 
Each week, most of the students answered the song surveys. I received an average of 
42.75 surveys from my students each week, with actual response rates varying from a low of 32 
responses returned for Don’t Be Cruel to a high of 48 for Stay With Me.  This variation in 
response rate, as well as the fact that there was never a case where 100% of students returned 
surveys, can be attributed to factors such as student absences and students who simply chose not 
to respond to the survey in a particular week.  In an effort to make a clear comparison between 
individual songs, the rest of my results will be reported in terms of percentages rounded to the 
nearest 100
th
 of a point. 
Question 1 asked students how much they enjoyed each song, a question I asked because 
enjoyment can influence motivation in the classroom.  Chart 1 details the responses to this 
question and ranks the songs in order from most to least popular based on which songs received 






“On a scale of 1-5 (1 being “not at all” and 5 being “very much”), please rate how much 
you enjoyed this week’s song.” 
Rank Song Title 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
1 22 53.33% 26.67% 2.22% 0.00% 0.00% 17.78% 
2 Roar 45.65% 26.09% 10.87% 0.00% 2.17% 15.22% 
3 Through The Dark 42.55% 25.53% 17.02% 0.00% 2.13% 12.77% 
4 Stand By Me 36.11% 30.56% 13.89% 0.00% 0.00% 19.44% 
5 Mama Said 27.78% 33.33% 13.89% 8.33% 8.33% 8.33% 
6 I Lived 34.15% 26.83% 19.51% 0.00% 0.00% 19.51% 
7 Stay With Me 35.42% 25.00% 25.00% 2.08% 0.00% 12.50% 
8 Can’t Hurry Love 31.91% 27.66% 21.28% 2.13% 0.00% 17.02% 
9 Thinking Out Loud 30.43% 26.09% 19.57% 4.35% 0.00% 19.57% 
10 If I Could Turn 
Back Time 
30.95% 19.05% 23.81 % 4.76% 2.38% 19.05% 
11 Bridge Over 
Troubled Water 
25.53% 21.23% 25.53% 4.26% 2.13% 21.28% 
12 Don’t Be Cruel 9.38% 15.63% 34.38% 9.38% 6.25% 25.00% 
 
From this chart, we can already draw several conclusions about students’ musical 
preferences. Perhaps the most obvious is that the students enjoy music in their classrooms – for 
all but the last three songs on the list, more than 50% of students rated their enjoyment at 4 or 5.  
Exactly 50% of students gave marks of 4 or 5 to If I Could Turn Back Time. Only the two least 
popular songs, Bridge Over Troubled Water and Don’t Be Cruel, were rated 4 or 5 by less than 
50% of the students.  
The songs in the top three and bottom three spots on this chart would seem to support my 
original hypothesis that the students would prefer modern music to older songs, since the top 
three spots are occupied by modern songs and the bottom three by older songs.  However, it 
should also be noted that the fourth and fifth spots are occupied by “oldies,” and that the ninth 
spot on the list (the very last song to receive rankings of 4 or 5 from more than 50% of the 
students) is occupied by a modern song.  In fact, if we compare the total percentage of rankings 
of 4 or 5 given to fourth-place song Stand By Me and ninth-place song Thinking Out Loud, there 
is only a variation of 10.15% between them.  If we narrow our focus even more and compare the 
three middle songs on the list, there is only 0.69% separating fifth-place song Mama Said from 
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seventh-place song Stay With Me.  Thus, while these results may indicate that students prefer 
modern songs to older songs, there are certainly many factors beyond the songs’ ages which 
influence students’ preferences. 
Question 2 asked students whether each week’s song made them more excited about or 
interested in learning English. In this chart (as well as in the charts for Questions 3-5), answers 
of “Yes” have been combined with answers of 5 and 4, answers of “Maybe” (or similar answers 
like “So-so” or “A little”) have been combined with 3, and answers of “No” have been combined 
with 1. 
Chart 2  
 
“Did this week’s song make you more excited about or interested in learning English?” 
Rank Song Title 5/Yes 4 3/Maybe 2 1/No NA 
1 Through the Dark 76.60% 19.15% 10.64% 2.13% 2.13% 0.00% 
2 Stay With Me 70.83% 16.67% 12.50% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 
3 Stand By Me 61.11% 25.00% 13.56% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 
4 I Lived 65.85% 19.51% 14.63% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 
5 Roar 60.87% 23.91% 8.70% 4.35% 2.17% 0.00% 
6 22 71.11% 13.33% 15.56% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 
7 Can’t Hurry Love 55.32% 23.40% 14.89% 2.13% 4.26% 0.00% 
8 Thinking Out Loud 58.70% 19.57% 17.39% 2.17% 2.17% 0.00% 
9 Mama Said 44.40% 25.00% 16.67% 2.78% 11.11% 0.00% 
10 If I Could Turn 
Back Time 
52.38% 16.67% 21.43% 2.38% 7.14% 0.00% 
11 Bridge Over 
Troubled Water 
38.30% 14.90% 25.53% 12.77% 6.38% 0.00% 
12 Don’t Be Cruel 37.50% 3.13% 46.88% 3.13% 9.38% 0.00% 
 
This chart would seem to support my initial hypothesis quite strongly, since five of the 
top six spots on the chart are filled by modern songs and five of the bottom six spots are filled by 
the older songs.  However, we can also see two interesting anomalies – one is the presence of 
older song Stand By Me in third place, and the other is the presence of Stay With Me in second 
place.  Both rankings may be explained by data in later charts, and I will discuss these two 
anomalies then.  
This chart also supports the hypothesis that music is a largely motivating factor for 
students.  All but one song (the ever-unpopular Don’t Be Cruel) received answers of 5, 4, or 
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“Yes” from more than 50% of the students who returned completed surveys.  This seems to 
indicate that almost any song, even a song that students do not necessarily enjoy, can be 
motivating for many or most of the students in the class. 




“Were you familiar with this week’s song before you learned it in class?” 
Rank Song Title 5/Yes 4 3/Maybe 2 1/No NA 
1 Stand By Me 75.00% 11.11% 2.78% 0.00% 11.11% 0.00% 
2 Can’t Hurry Love 53.19% 17.02% 4.26% 0.00% 25.53% 0.00% 
3 Stay With Me 45.83% 8.33% 4.17% 4.17% 37.50% 0.00% 
4 Roar 32.61% 15.22% 8.70% 2.17% 41.30% 0.00% 
5 22 33.33% 2.22% 11.11% 8.89% 44.44% 0.00% 
6 Through The Dark 34.04% 0.00% 19.15% 12.77% 36.17% 0.00% 
7 Bridge Over 
Troubled Water 
21.28% 0.00% 6.38% 4.26% 68.09% 0.00% 
8 Thinking Out Loud 15.22% 4.35% 8.70% 10.87% 60.87% 0.00% 
9 I Lived 17.07% 2.44% 7.32% 4.88% 68.29% 0.00% 
10 If I Could Turn 
Back Time 
11.91% 2.38% 2.38% 2.38% 80.95% 0.00% 
11 Mama Said 8.33% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 91.67% 0.00% 
12 Don’t Be Cruel 6.25% 0.00% 9.38% 15.63% 68.75% 0.00% 
 
Here we see a possible explanation for Stay With Me’s high motivation ranking – despite 
giving it a low enjoyment ranking, students were quite familiar with it. Familiarity could also be 
a factor in Stand By Me’s high motivation ranking.  However, it would seem that the familiarity 
of a song by itself is not enough to guarantee that a song will be motivating or enjoyable to 
students, as we can see by the relatively low familiarity ranking of Through The Dark and the 
relatively high familiarity ranking of Bridge Over Troubled Water compared to their respective 
enjoyment and motivation rankings. 
Question 4 also asked students about familiarity, but in this case it asked students to rank 
their familiarity with the artists performing each song. 
  
183 
 Chart 4 
“Were you familiar with the musician who performed this week’s song before this week?” 
Rank Song Title 5/Yes 4 3/Maybe 2 1/No NA 
1 Through The Dark 70.21% 6.38% 8.51% 0.00% 14.89% 0.00% 
2 22 60.00% 15.56% 17.78% 2.22% 0.00% 0.00% 
3 Roar 28.26% 21.74% 6.52% 4.35% 39.13% 0.00% 
4 Stand By Me 30.56% 5.56% 13.56% 13.56% 36.11% 0.00% 
5 Stay With Me 25.00% 8.33% 6.25% 0.00% 60.42% 0.00% 
6 Don’t Be Cruel 15.63% 6.25% 6.25% 6.25% 65.23% 0.00% 
7 Can’t Hurry Love 14.89% 2.13% 10.64% 6.38% 65.96% 0.00% 
8 Bridge Over 
Troubled Water 
14.90% 0.00% 8.51% 6.38% 70.21% 0.00% 
9 I Lived 12.20% 2.44% 7.32% 4.88% 73.17% 0.00% 
10 Thinking Out Loud 10.87% 2.17% 8.70% 0.00% 76.09% 2.17% 
11 If I Could Turn 
Back Time 
9.52% 2.38% 2.38% 2.38% 83.33% 0.00% 
12 Mama Said 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 2.78% 91.67% 0.00% 
 
From this chart, it would appear that familiarity with the artist performing a particular 
song can influence students’ attitudes towards the song.  The top three songs on this chart are 
also the top three (though in a different order) in terms of students’ reported enjoyment, and the 
top song on this chart was also ranked as the most motivating.  However, it is also clear that 
familiarity with an artist alone is not enough to make a song particularly popular or motivating, 
as seen by the example of Don’t Be Cruel. It sits in the sixth spot on this chart but is ranked last 
in every other category.  
Finally, Question 5 asked students to state whether or not they felt a particular song had 





“In your opinion, did this song help you improve any aspect of your English abilities, 
including things like grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, or confidence in using English?” 
Rank Song Title 5/Yes 4 3/Maybe 2 1/No NA 
1 22 64.44% 15.56% 17.18% 2.22% 0.00% 0.00% 
2 Stand By Me 52.78% 25.00% 19.44% 0.00% 2.78% 0.00% 
3 Through The Dark 59.57% 17.02% 21.28% 0.00% 2.13% 0.00% 
4 I Lived 56.10% 19.51% 24.39% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 
5 Thinking Out Loud 58.70% 15.22% 21.74% 0.00% 4.35% 0.00% 
6 Roar 52.17% 21.74% 19.57% 4.35% 2.17% 0.00% 
7 If I Could Turn 
Back Time 
54.76% 14.29% 28.57% 0.00% 2.38% 0.00% 
8 Can’t Hurry Love 48.94% 19.15% 23.40% 2.13% 6.38% 0.00% 
9 Stay With Me 56.25% 10.42% 22.92% 4.17% 6.25% 0.00% 
10 Mama Said 41.67% 19.44% 27.78% 2.78% 8.33% 0.00% 
11 Bridge Over 
Troubled Water 
46.81% 10.64% 25.53% 8.51% 4.26% 2.13% 
12 Don’t Be Cruel 37.50% 15.63% 25.00% 9.38% 12.50% 0.00% 
 
We can see that the top songs on this chart are songs that students also ranked highly in 
terms of enjoyment, familiarity (with the song and/or the artist), and motivation.  That said, I 
think it is important to note that when answers of 5, 4, and “Yes” are all taken into account, more 
than 50% of the class felt that all twelve songs helped improve their English. Even last-ranked 
Don’t Be Cruel was helpful to 53.13% of the class.  This would seem to indicate that if a 
teacher’s only concern is using music to help students improve specific aspects of their English 
and is not so concerned with overall motivation or enjoyment, almost any song will do (at least 
in terms of factors such as age, tempo, and familiarity).  
The remaining questions sought to understand why the students felt the way they did 
about each song.  What exactly made the students enjoy some songs but not others?  What made 
some songs so motivating while others were not?  Was there any particular factor that students 
felt made a song helpful?  Though students’ answers showed a wide variety of variation, some 
patterns did emerge. 
Question 6 asked students if they would use each song in a future class, and why they 
would or would not use it.  416 positive answers (i.e. answers explaining why students would 
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choose a particular song in the future) were collected, along with 79 negative answers 
(explaining why students would not choose a particular song in the future), for a total of 495 
answers.  Note that some students chose not to answer this question, while others sometimes 




“If you could choose future songs for your English classes, would you choose songs like this? 
Why or why not?” 
Positive Reasons Negative Reasons 
Song was happy, joyful, or cheerful (40) 
Had a good or nice tempo (35) 
Song was famous (31) 
Song was familiar to the student (30) 
Song was good or nice (28) 
Song was fun (24) 
Song was easy to remember/memorize (24) 
Easy to understand (17) 
Easy to listen to (16) 
Famous artist (13) 
Many people know the song (13) 
Slow tempo (12) 
Up tempo/fast tempo (12) 
Other answers (121) 
TOTAL (416) 
Student did not like the song (17) 
Song was not happy enough (6) 
Student preferred up-to-date songs (4) 
Student did not know the song (4) 
Song made the student sleepy (4) 
Student did not know the song (4) 
Song was too slow (4) 
Song was not fun enough (3) 
Student preferred popular songs (3) 
Song was not up-tempo enough (3) 
Student was not interested in the song (3) 




While the “Other Answers” category in the positive column seems quite large, it should 
be noted that most of the answers in this category were repeated only one or two times, with a 
few repeated as many as seven times.  Some of the answers in this category are only relevant to 
one song, such as the comment one student made about enjoying the word “hope” in the lyrics 
for I Lived. Other comments related to students’ opinions of a song, such as a particular song 
having “cool music” (two answers), that the song’s vocabulary was useful (six answers), or 
simply that the student liked the song (seven answers).  It is interesting to note that practical 
concerns such as vocabulary and grammar are rarely mentioned. In addition to the six answers 
about the usefulness of certain vocabulary, only seven other comments mentioned grammar or 
vocabulary – one comment about the song using vocabulary and grammar from that week’s 
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lesson, two comments that the song used vocabulary the student already knew, and four 
comments that the song used easy vocabulary.  It would seem that in terms of whether students 
would be interested in working with a particular song or song type in the future, concerns about 
vocabulary and grammar are not important factors in students’ feelings about working with 
particular songs or song types in the future. 
The negative “Other answers” category contains answers which were only given by one 
or two students, and again, practical considerations (such as anything involving grammar and 
vocabulary) only make rare appearances.  In fact, the most practical comment in this category 
expressed the feeling that the pronunciation in one particular song was not always clear enough.  
Other comments considered the songs too sad or gloomy, too easy, or too repetitive, or expressed 
the respondents’ feelings that a song was childish, old, or otherwise not something that fit their 
preferences.  
With Question 7 I attempted to gain more insight into what, precisely, the students liked 
or disliked about the songs used in class, or at least what factors might be important in 
determining whether or not they liked a song.  As with Question 6, some students did not answer 




“In regards to #6, what do you mean by ‘songs like this’? i.e. do you mean songs with the 
same tempo, songs about the same topic, songs by the same artist, etc.?” 
Responses 
Same Tempo (120)  
Same Artist (60, 52 likes and 6 dislikes) 
Student wanted popular or famous songs (25) 
Student preferred happy or cheerful songs (21) 
Same topic (21, 17 likes and 4 dislikes) 
Slow tempo (20, 13 likes and 7 dislikes) 
Song had good tempo (17) 
Student wanted up-tempo songs (17) 
Student preferred familiar songs or disliked unfamiliar songs (14) 
Other answers (165) 
TOTAL (480) 
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It is clear from these answers that factors such as tempo, fame (of the song or artist) and 
cheerfulness were important to the students.  These were often the factors that could make or 
break a song’s popularity or effect on motivation.  In fact, tempo is so important that it is 
mentioned in answers for every single song.  However, it was not always clear if students had a 
positive or negative reaction towards the tempo of a given song, though answers to Questions 8 
and 9 provide more insight.  
“Other Answers” once again contains answers that were given by only a small number of 
students. It contains answers that are only relevant to one or two songs, such as one student’s 
declaration that he or she would not use songs like Thinking Out Loud because he or she dislikes 
the song, as well as an answer expressing a preference for a specific artist and other answers 
related to the specific feelings (e.g. calmness or sleepiness) each song elicited in certain students. 
As with the other questions, practical considerations such as grammar or vocabulary were only 
mentioned twice. 
Question 8 sought to understand what students found most helpful about a particular song.  
In many cases, students seemed to interpret this question as asking about what they found helpful 
about songs in general.  In addition, as with the other questions, some students did not answer 
while others provided multiple answers.  There were 441 answers to this question. 
Chart 8 
 
“What aspects of this song did you like or find helpful?” 
Responses 
Happy, cheerful, or joyful songs (102) 
Up tempo (61) 
Famous songs (39) 
Songs with a good tempo (31) 
Fun songs (21) 
Songs everyone knows (13) 
Songs that are easy to remember (13) 
“Excited” songs (10) 




In this case, it seems that many students place a high value on how enjoyable a song is, 
showing a preference for songs that express positive emotions, have an upbeat tempo, are fun, 
and are familiar.  In this case I believe “excited” songs must be songs the students thought were 
exciting, but since it is not clear from the actual word written on the surveys, I have chosen to 
quote the original word instead.  The “Other Answers” category for this question is quite varied. 
This time, a total of 14 answers dealt with practical issues such as grammar, vocabulary, and 
pronunciation, with students expressing preferences for songs with good pronunciation, easy 
grammar, vocabulary relevant to daily life, and a mix of familiar and unfamiliar vocabulary. 
Students also took the time to express preferences for specific genres (pop and rock), specific 
artists (Sam Smith and One Direction), or specific emotions (such as feeling relaxed or energetic 
because of a particular song). 
Question 9 asked students about what they did not find helpful about a particular song. 
As with Question 8, some students interpreted this to mean what they did not find helpful about 




“What aspects of the song did you dislike or not find helpful?” 
Responses 
Sad songs (38) 
Sleepy songs (37) 
Slow songs (32) 
Dark songs (31) 
Student does not understand the song’s meaning (25) 
Songs the student does not know (17) 
Bad tempo (15) 
Quiet songs (15) 
Gloomy songs (13) 
Boring songs (10) 
Difficult songs (10) 
Other answers (130) 
TOTAL (373) 
 
Answers within the “Other Answers” category include statements of the things students 
dislike because they are too hard (e.g. difficult vocabulary or a song that is hard to sing). Some 
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students also mentioned that they dislike songs that are too fast or up-tempo.  Some student also 
find songs that are not famous or popular to be unhelpful.  Two students commented on accents 
and pronunciation, noting that unclear pronunciation or strong accents can be unhelpful. 
As noted before, Question 10 was an open-ended question asking for additional 
comments, and most students ignored it. In the few instances when a student did answer 
Question 10, it was to comment on something else (such as the weather or an upcoming holiday) 
unrelated to music. For this reason, a chart for Question 10 has been omitted. 
Discussion 
While it is clear that many factors influence students’ feelings about any given song, a 
few patterns have emerged. Students generally prefer songs that they consider cheerful or happy, 
such as 22 or Can’t Hurry Love. Conversely, students would prefer to avoid songs they described 
as sad, gloomy, or dark (such as Bridge Over Troubled Water) or simply as not cheerful enough 
(such as Stay With Me). But as we can see from these examples, cheerfulness or lack thereof is 
not enough in itself to guarantee that students will or will not find a particular song enjoyable, 
motivating, or helpful. For example, Can’t Hurry Love is described as cheerful in students’ 
survey responses, but never appears higher than seventh place on charts of questions about 
enjoyment, motivation, and improved English abilities. The not-cheerful-enough Stay With Me, 
on the other hand, ranked low in terms of enjoyment and improved English skills but was ranked 
as the second most motivating song. Clearly, other factors are at work, and are working together, 
to determine how much students enjoy a song and how useful it is in learning English. 
Fame and familiarity are two such other factors and seem important to students. “Famous 
songs” and “Songs everybody knows” were mentioned by multiple students in response to the 
question about what they found helpful in each song. When asked what made them like or dislike 
a certain song, students again expressed preference for famous and familiar songs. Fame (of both 
the song and the artist) and familiarity were both given as specific reasons why students would 
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choose particular songs for future classes if they could. The importance of familiarity is also 
clear when comparing answers to Questions 3 and 4 (concerning students’ previous familiarity 
with the chosen songs and artists) with questions concerning enjoyment, motivation, and whether 
or not the songs helped students improve their English. The familiarity factor could be behind the 
anomaly of Stay With Me’s low enjoyment ranking but high motivation ranking, since students 
indicated that they were very familiar with the song before we learned it in class. However, once 
again a single factor does not determine anything about a song’s enjoyability or usefulness on its 
own. If they did, Stand By Me (a song familiar to almost all of the students) would have also 
topped the enjoyment, motivation, and improved-English charts, and Can’t Hurry Love (another 
song most students found familiar) would have ranked much higher in enjoyment, motivation, 
and improved English than it did. But familiarity could explain why modern music dominates the 
top spots on charts of enjoyment, motivation, and improved English. On both charts asking about 
student familiarity with the songs and student familiarity with the artists, four of the six top spots 
were filled with modern songs. 
Needless to say, there are also other factors involved in determining whether students 
enjoyed particular songs, found them motivating, or thought they helped improve their English 
skills. Tempo was important to students, and while some expressed a preference for slow-tempo 
songs (such as Stay With Me), up-tempo music (such as Roar or 22) was generally more popular 
and up-tempo songs usually appear high on all charts about the songs themselves. While students 
showed a strong preference for cheerful songs, they showed an equally strong dislike for songs 
they described as gloomy, sad, or dark  or with songs that made them feel sleepy (such as Bridge 
Over Troubled Water). Students also mentioned that they would not enjoy or be motivated by 




There is no such thing as one single perfect song that can be used in an English classroom 
and will be universally loved by, motivating for, and helpful for all students.  However, there are 
certain factors that music-loving English teachers can take into account that could make their 
musical choices more appealing to and more effective for their students.  Though I originally 
thought that the age of a song would be the most important factor in determining whether a 
particular song motivated students, the results clearly indicated otherwise.  While the students in 
my study expressed a preference for more modern music, this preference was due to factors such 
as a given song’s cheerfulness, student familiarity with the song, and student familiarity with the 
artist rather than with the song’s age in any direct way.  It is likely that modern music is familiar 
to students because this is what they hear on the radio or television, what their friends listen to, 
and what appears in other media they consume.  However, many older songs are also familiar to 
students, and this familiarity can help students find enjoyment and motivation in a song.  I would 
argue, then, that the ideal song to use in a classroom would be one that is upbeat (but not too fast 
so that students can still understand the lyrics), that students are familiar with, and that is 
performed by a familiar artist.  It would be a good idea for teachers who want to include music in 
their classrooms and who want to tailor their musical selections to students’ tastes to find out 
what songs and artists students already know and like. 
Since this study was conducted with a limited group of students, there are still many 
questions to be answered and many ways to follow up on it.  For example, it would be interesting 
to find out if students in higher levels of the Freshman English program or students at different 
points in their academic careers (e.g. students in Sophomore English or students who have 
returned from studying abroad in the United States) have different preferences and if the findings 
of this study are also relevant to them.  It is my hope that this study, as well as any follow-up 
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research that builds on it, will help make the language classroom a more productive and 
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